Q: How do your colleagues view your activism?
A: I engage in activism as a last resort, after every scientifi c path has failed. Since I personally fi nd activism distasteful, I forgive the academics who also view it negatively. The majority of my colleagues are indif erent or bemused, focused on their own problems and getting their next research dollar. Q: How does the current academic culture af ect research like yours? A: We have to address the pressures to publish and get funding so that we can ask ourselves whether our research is doing good for the world. I'm very fearful of the perverse incentives of academia right now. We spend all our time sucking up to funding agencies. We're all such cowards-and with good reason, because the system does not reward good heroic actors. At the same time, because cowardice is the norm, it creates a tremendous opportunity for those who want to go this path, because no one else is doing it and there is so much injustice.
We are still attracting some great people who I fi rmly believe are ethical, altruistic scientists, but at some point they might become the minority. My biggest fear is that the culture of academia is going to get to the point where these scientists ask, "Can I have a career without cutting corners or cheating?" I don't want us to get to the point where I might have to tell young people, "I'm not sure that you can." Q: What motivates you to carry on despite the challenges? A: I am the most optimistic person in the world. You have to be optimistic to think that you can change things. It's not blind optimism; it's about seeing something that's wrong and being unwilling to accept it. You have to say, "I'm going to fi ght to make this world a better place." And you have to make sure that the world doesn't change you. It's only the people that the world doesn't change who are going to change the world. ■
Rachel Bernstein is the editor of Science Careers. Send your story to SciCareerEditor@aaas.org.
The water watchdog W ater treatment and corrosion expert Marc Edwards made headlines recently for his work to uncover and address the elevated lead levels in drinking water in Flint, Michigan. Edwards says he originally chose to become an environmental engineer because it "sounded like a great, altruistic career." Altruism has led the professor at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University in Blacksburg to some risky professional decisions. He has taken on the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the Environmental Protection Agency for failing to intervene ef ectively in Flint and, a decade earlier, in Washington, D.C., when it was experiencing its own water crisis. This interview has been edited for clarity and brevity. 
